Persistent poor service delivery will have a harmful impact on the survival and growth prospects of service firms. The literature contends that, if service failures occur, there are strategies that service firms can employ to return customers to a state of satisfaction. Very little scholarly research has been done, however, to assess the satisfaction of customers after service firms have tried to recover from service failure. Although anecdotal evidence suggest it, no empirical research has been done to confirm that effective service recovery will ensure 'overall' satisfaction, or the long-term loyalty of complaining customers.
Introduction
The discipline of marketing is primarily based on the philosophy of the so-called 'marketing concept' (Perreault & McCarthy, 1996) . If properly implemented, adherence to the marketing concept should lead to a firm-wide customer orientation which places the understanding of customer needs and wants at the centre of efforts to tailor product or service offerings, in order to satisfy those needs. Unfortunately, many firms fail to implement the marketing concept properly during their daily activities. Newspaper headlines such as 'Wrong foot amputated' and 'SAA apologises for leaving child on plane' are not uncommon. Poor service delivery, if allowed to continue, will threaten the long-term survival of the firm.
Although there are some that would disagree, service is generally regarded as a unique entity from a marketing perspective (Murray, 1991; Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1985) . Service, the argument goes, is an intangible entity, and therefore needs a different and unique marketing approach when compared to marketing a physical product. Also, for a service to be 'produced', the customer must be present (Zeithaml et al., 1985) . Because services are often produced in the presence of the customer during the socalled 'service encounter', service firms need to be particularly vigilant as service failures can often not be hidden from customers.
The situation-specific and 'immediate' nature of service delivery and service failure calls for relatively speedy and effective attempts to recover from poor service delivery, in order to avoid the resultant harmful outcomes.
Unfortunately, few service firms have well-established service recovery strategies (Bitner, Booms & Mohr, 1994) despite the fact that there is evidence that customers are more likely to stay loyal to a firm if they know that their complaint will be addressed against the background of established corporate policies (Bowen & Lawler, 1992) . This caveat may be attributable to the absence of a measuring instrument to objectively assess complaining customers' assessment of service recovery efforts. An instrument to achieve this was recently published. The 17-item RECOVSAT instrument has been proposed to measure satisfaction with service recovery (Boshoff, 1999) . The instrument has demonstrated excellent construct validity during its development. A psychometric assessment with actual complaining customers is, however, still lacking.
Against this background, the customers of a national bank who had actually lodged a complaint with the bank were surveyed. By using RECOVSAT, it was possible not only to objectively assess complaining customers' satisfaction with the bank's service recovery efforts, but also to assess the psychometric qualities of RECOVSAT. Zemke and Bell (1990:43) define service recovery as a '...thought-out, planned process for returning aggrieved customers to a state of satisfaction with the firm after a service or product has failed to live up to expectations'. Service recovery thus refers to the actions of a service firm in response to a service failure. The objective is to maintain the business relationship with the customer (Schweikhart, Strasser & Kennedy, 1993) . This contention is based on the premise that customer satisfaction ensures customer loyalty, repeat sales, and positive word-of-mouth communication (Bearden & Teel, 1983) . Effective service recovery also leads to enhanced perceptions of the quality of products and services already bought, enhanced perceptions of the firm's competence, and a favourable image in terms of perceived quality and value (Kelley & Davis, 1994; Zemke & Bell, 1990: 43) .
Service recovery and its outcomes
On the other hand, failure to ensure customer satisfaction through service recovery could lead to a decline in customer confidence, lost customers, negative word-of-mouth, possible negative publicity, and the direct cost of reperforming the service (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991) . In essence, the service firm's true test of commitment to service quality and customer satisfaction depends on how it responds after the disconfirmation of customer expectations (Zemke & Bell, 1990) , and frontline staff play a key role in this response.
Employee behaviour that causes disconfirmed expectations (as opposed to problems caused by faulty systems or policies) is one of the most difficult types of failure from which to recover (Hoffman, Kelley & Rotalsky, 1995:59) . Often customers switch to an alternative service provider, not because of core service failure, but because of the unacceptable response of employees to customer attempts to redress failure (Keaveney, 1995:77) . The assessment of how successful a service recovery was, must thus focus on the response of service firm employees.
The development of RECOVSAT
A central theme in any consideration of service recovery is customer satisfaction. Service recovery must contribute to, and enhance, customer satisfaction. The development of the RECOVSAT instrument was primarily based on the Disconfirmation Paradigm (Smith & Houston, 1983) . The initial empirical work attempted to determine what consumers expected of service firms once a service failure had occurred and a complaint had been lodged. The idea was that, once service recovery had taken place, RECOVSAT would be used to assess satisfaction with the firm's service recovery effort. In other words, where, during the development phase the consumers were questioned about their expectations, in this study they were asked about their satisfaction with the actions of the recovering firm.
Following two large empirical surveys and the scale purification procedures recommended by Churchill (1979) , the final RECOVSAT instrument measured six dimensions of satisfaction with service recovery, using 17-items linked to a Likert-type scale (Boshoff, 1999) .
The dimensions of service recovery satisfaction
The developer of RECOVSAT (Boshoff, 1999) suggests that six dimensions make up the construct of service recovery satisfaction, and that customers' satisfaction with a firm's service recovery effort may have to be measured on these dimensions. The six dimensions are Atonement, Communication, Feedback, Empowerment, Tangibles, and Explanation.
Atonement
Equity theory suggests that people analyse the ratio of outcomes and inputs that they receive, relative to the ratio of outcomes and inputs of other parties in social exchanges. In other words, equity theory proposes that true equity is attained only when the ratio of outcomes to inputs is equal for all parties, and a customer will complain if the input/output equilibrium has been sufficiently disturbed (Oliver & Swan, 1989:22-24) . When there is a breakdown in service delivery, it may well be that customers expect to have their ratio of outcomes adjusted in order to compensate for the service failure (Sparks & Callan, 1995) . In this context, atonement refers to some value-added compensation to restore the ratio of inputs to outputs, by 'making it up to the customer' for the inconvenience of service failure.
Communication
When considering communication in a service recovery context, it can refer to the amount of communication, the timing of communication, the frequency of communication, and communication style. Communication style refers to the manner in which service employees address the customer lodging a complaint (Sparks & Callan, 1995) . These communication styles were of two types: 'convergence' and 'maintenance'. Convergence refers to a communication style in which the service provider uses a range of strategies to signal liking, helpfulness, similarity, or understanding. Vocally, verbally and non-verbally, the service provider becomes more like the customer during these communication behaviours. Maintenance style is similar to a standardised approach to a service. There is no effort to change or move toward the customer vocally, verbally or non-verbally Empathy 'Empathy' is defined as caring, individualised attention that the firm provides to its customers (Zeithaml et al., 1990: 26) . Empathy means treating the customer in a way that shows that the service provider cares about the problem, fixing the problem, and lessening the customer's inconvenience. Zeithaml et al. (1990: 26) found in the development of the service quality measuring instrument SERVQUAL, that employees of a service firm demonstrating empathy during a service encounter, can positively influence customer perceptions of a service firm.
Feedback
'Feedback' refers to the situation in which, once the problem is solved, the service firm provides information about the problem and what is being done to resolve it. For example, if the customer lodges a complaint and the firm's procedures are changed in some way because of the customer's input, then the service firm should inform the customer of the developments.
Empowering employees
'Empowerment' is the authority to act, and refers to the resources to which employees have access, and the decisions they are permitted to make (Hart, Heskett & Sasser, 1990:155) . Hartline and Ferrell (1996:66) have shown that allowing frontline employees to use their own initiative and judgement, improves the quality of service they deliver to customers.
Training and empowering employees are, however, interdependent, because there is no point in training employees to solve problems if is not accompanied by the power to act on their own initiative and to fix a service failure in the way that they see fit. Therefore, it may not matter how friendly, pleasant or attentive an employee is to a customer, if he/she is not able to solve the problem or to be seen as trying to help. The customer will just become more dissatisfied with the service and the firm could lose a valuable customer.
Tangibles
The dimension 'tangibles' refers to the appearance/standard of dress of employees, the equipment they use, and the physical environment in which they handle complaints. Zeithaml et al's (1990:26) findings illustrated that tangibles are among the most important dimensions that customers use to evaluate service quality. Both the service industry executives and the focus group participants taking part in this study confirmed that tangibles play an important role in customers' assessment of service recovery satisfaction as well.
Explanation
Service employees often use an explanation to defend their reputation in the face of a complaint, and in an attempt to ensure that the customer remains loyal, despite the dissatisfaction (Conlon & Murray 1996 :1042 . 'Explanation', for the purposes of this study, refers to whether the service provider explains to the customer why the problem occurred, in a clear and concise manner. It does not include an acknowledgement of responsibility or an apology. Sparks and Callan's (1995) findings suggest that the type of explanations given are salient factors used by customers in evaluating the service, and particularly service recovery efforts.
To summarise, RECOVSAT suggests that, to ensure a successful service recovery, a service firm should communicate effectively with the aggrieved customer, be empathetic, provide feedback, offer an explanation of what went wrong, empower employees who receive complaints to solve the problem that the customer complained about, and ensure that staff are appropriately dressed and appear professional in terms of the appearance of their working environment.
Objectives
The objectives of this study were two-fold. The first was to do a psychographic assessment of the RECOVSAT instrument by evaluating its discriminant validity, its predictive validity, and its reliability. A second objective was to assess the impact of individual service recovery dimensions on outcome variables such as 'Overall Satisfaction' and Loyalty.
Based on these objectives, the following propositions and hypotheses were considered: 
Methodology
The sample A major South African bank participated in the study. Their database of customers who registered a complaint with the bank during the preceding six months constituted the population. The database of registered complaints thus also served as sampling frame. A stratified sampling procedure was used to ensure that a national sample covering all the major geographic regions of South Africa was covered. Individual names in each stratum were selected on a random basis according to the method of 'sampling without replacement' (Malholtra, 1999) .
It was decided that a sample of 750 bank customers should be drawn to ensure adequate national coverage.
Data collection
Data was collected by means of telephonic interviews, using the RECOVSAT instrument. In total, 750 successful interviews were conducted. After the removal of questionnaires with missing data, 702 useable questionnaires could be analysed.
The empirical results
Descriptive analysis of the data Table 1 provides a demographic description of the realised sample. It shows that the sample is slightly skewed towards males who have been customers of the bank for more than ten years. The realised sample is, however, according to the bank, representative of the bank's customer profile. Table 2 provides a descriptive summary of the perceptual data -the items purported to measure satisfaction with service recovery. It reveals fairly consistent mean scores per individual item, and acceptable standard deviation scores. 
Discriminant validity
A measure possesses discriminant validity if it does not correlate with theoretically unrelated constructs (Tull & Hawkins, 1993:319) . The first step was thus to assess whether the data did indeed contain six 'different' dimensions as suggested by the RECOVSAT scale. For this purpose, a Maximum Likelihood Exploratory Factor Analysis was conducted, specifying a Direct Quartimin oblique rotation (Jennrich & Sampson, 1966) of the original factor matrix. Of the 17 items contained in the RECOVSAT instrument, 16 loaded on a separate factor as expected (see Table 3 ). The only item that did not load as expected was the item ATONE3. ATONE 3 was therefore removed for all subsequent analyses. The Exploratory Factor Analysis thus provides considerable evidence of the discriminant validity of the RECOVSAT instrument. All factors in the 6-factor solution had Eigen values above 1,00 or close to 1,00. Also, the six factors explained 69,4% of the variance in the data space. Table 3 thus provides sufficient evidence of discriminant validity and Proposition 1 (P1) can thus be accepted.
Predictive validity
Predictive validity refers to the extent to which a measure of an individual's future level on some variable can be predicted by his performance on a current measurement of the same or a different variable (Tull & Hawkins, 1993: 318) . In other words, as the literature contends that satisfactory service recovery (the current measurement) will lead to beneficial outcomes such as Overall Satisfaction and Loyalty (the future level), it was proposed that RECOVSAT scores would be positively related to these two variables, (Overall Satisfaction and Loyalty), as suggested by Proposition 2. To empirically test this proposition, a correlation analysis was done, using the computer programme SAS PROC CORR (SAS Institute, 1988) . Table 4 shows that the RECOVSAT scores are strongly positively correlated (p < 0,001) with both Overall Satisfaction and Loyalty as predicted by the literature. As a result, Proposition 2 can be accepted.
Reliability
Reliability refers to the extent to which measures or data are free from error and thus yield consistent, reproducible results. Reliability can be assessed in different ways. In thus study the internal consistency of RECOVSAT was assessed by calculating Cronbach's alpha. Cronbach alpha ranges from zero to 1 and 0,7 is generally regarded as the cut-off point to be able to claim that an instrument is reliable.
To assess the reliability of the RECOVSAT instrument, the remaining 16 items (after the removal of item ATONE 3) were then, as suggested by Churchill (1979) , subjected to an internal reliability analysis using the computer programme SAS PROC CORR (SAS Institute, 1988) . Table 5 shows that the RECOVSAT instrument demonstrated a high level of reliability (α = 0,899) not only in its entirety, but also in respect of the six individual dimensions that make up the instrument. Based on the high Cronbach Alpha values reported in Table  5 , Proposition 3 (P3) can thus be accepted. In other words, RECOVSAT is a highly reliable instrument.
The empirical outcomes of satisfaction with service recovery
The potentially positive outcomes for service firms who engineer successful and satisfactory service recovery actions, have already been alluded to. In this study, two outcomes have been suggested, namely an 'overall' assessment of satisfaction and of loyalty. Both variables were measured with instruments that were reliable (α = 0,779 for loyalty, and α = 0,910 for satisfaction). The instruments also demonstrated sufficient discriminant validity, as shown in Table 6 . These outcome variables (Satisfaction and Loyalty) were modelled as dependent variables in two multiple regression analyses, where the six individual service recovery dimensions were modelled as independent variables. Table 7 shows that the way in which service firms communicate with customers during service delivery (COMM) exerts the most significant impact on their Overall Satisfaction (parameter estimate 10,54; p < 0,001), followed by the explanation (EXPLAIN) offered (estimate 9,98; p < 0,001), and Atonement (estimate 6,42; p < 0,001). The extent to which the person with whom the complaint was lodged was able or empowered to solve the problem (EMPOWER) also significantly enhanced satisfaction perceptions (estimate 1,99; p < 0,05), albeit only at the 5% level of significance. Based on the empirical results reported in Table 8 , Hypothesis 2 ( H0 2 ) is rejected in respect of Communication, Tangibles and Atonement as they all enhance complaining customers' Loyalty to the service firm
Summary of empirical findings
The psychometric analysis reported here shows that using 'real' data collected from customers who have actually complained to a service firm, RECOVSAT demonstrates considerable evidence of construct validity. The instrument's discriminant validity, predictive validity and reliability attest to that.
The empirical results also show that Communication is the dimensions of importance to consumers when they report a service failure to a service firm. This finding is consistent with the findings of Sparks and Callan (1995) that the communication style of the service provider can positively influence customers' evaluations. The results also show that the there is a slight difference in the impact of different service recovery dimensions on a relatively short-term dimension such as Satisfaction, as opposed to a relatively long-term dimension such as Loyalty. While the appropriate communication style is important to both, it is important to note that while Tangibles do not influence the short-term measure of Satisfaction, they certainly do influence the long-term measure of Loyalty.
Managerial recommendations
It is clear that RECOVSAT is a valid and reliable instrument that can and should be used by service managers to assess customer satisfaction with their service recovery efforts. Failure to ensure that complaining customers are satisfied with the firm's service recovery efforts, can only lead to serious problems, as the service firm will be letting the customer down for a second time.
Because satisfaction with the service recovery process is primarily influenced by communication, it is of particular importance that service firms communicate clearly, ensure that all issues are clarified properly, and that staff dealing with the complaint demonstrate their understanding and are reliable. These attributes resemble a convergent communication style.
It also important that service firms atone for the customer's inconvenience by ensuring that the customer is not out-ofpocket owing to the service failure. Atonement in this context refers not only to monetary compensation, but also to the way in which the atonement is offered -preferably in a polite way.
It is equally important that service firms offer an appropriate and satisfactory explanation of why the problem occurred that led to their complaint.
To ensure that customers are satisfied with the way the service firms handled their complaints, it is also important to ensure that employees who receive complaints are empowered to solve the problem at hand. Empowered employees are ones who have been properly trained not only to handle the technical side of service delivery, but also to have the skills to handle personal interaction with (often) angry customers. Empowered employees are also given sufficient authority to ensure customer satisfaction.
Satisfaction with a transaction-specific recovery may be slightly different to long-term loyalty. For this reason service recovery's impact on loyalty was also investigated. Communication and Atonement proved to be equally important in ensuring both long-term loyalty and short-term, transactions-specific satisfaction. However, the tangible component of service recovery proved to be unimportant in influencing satisfaction, but very important in ensuring loyalty. Poorly dressed staff dealing with complaints, and dealing with complaints in an unprofessional working environment, will thus harm the long-term loyalty of complaining customers.
Limitations of the study
The empirical data for this study was collected from a single service provider and the sample must thus be regarded as a convenience sample. The results can thus not be generalised to all service providers or even to all banking institutions. In the future researchers may assess the validity and reliability of RECOVSAT in other service industries such as the airline industry and the hospitality industry. Only then will it be possible to conclude that the instrument is a generic instrument that can be used across different service industries.
